The ethnobotany of South African medicinal orchids  by Chinsamy, M. et al.
South African Journal of Botany 77 (2011) 2–9
www.elsevier.com/locate/sajbReview
The ethnobotany of South African medicinal orchids
M. Chinsamy, J.F. Finnie, J. Van Staden ⁎
Research Centre for Plant Growth and Development, School of Biological and Conservation Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal Pietermaritzburg,
Private Bag X01, Scottsville 3209, South Africa
Received 22 July 2010; received in revised form 14 September 2010; accepted 28 September 2010Abstract
Orchidaceae, the largest and most diverse family of flowering plants is widespread, with a broad range of ethnobotanical applications. Southern
Africa is home to approximately 494 terrestrial and epiphytic orchid species, of which, 49 are used in African traditional medicine to treat cough
and diarrheal symptoms, madness, promote conception, relieve pain, induce nausea, and expel intestinal worms and for many cultural practices.
The biological activity and chemical composition of South African medicinal orchid species are yet to be explored fully. In this review we
highlight the potential for pharmacological research on South African medicinal orchid species based on their traditional medicinal uses.
© 2010 SAAB. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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In South Africa, traditional medicine is widely practiced and
is an essential part of African cultural beliefs. The available
literature on medicinal plants used in African traditional
medicine often lacks significant detail on the therapeutic uses,
preparations and administration of medicinal plants. Approxi-
mately 49 species of the largest Angiosperm family, Orchida-⁎ Corresponding author. Tel.: +27 33 2605130; fax: +27 33 2605897.
E-mail address: rcpgd@ukzn.ac.za (J. Van Staden).
0254-6299/$ - see front matter © 2010 SAAB. Published by Elsevier B.V. All righ
doi:10.1016/j.sajb.2010.09.015ceae, are used in South Africa for traditional medicine
(Germishuizen and Meyer, 2003; Hutchings et al., 1996;
McMurtry et al., 2008). Although extensive research on the
pharmacological potential of orchid species has been done
worldwide, little has been done on South African orchids. A
number of biologically active compounds have been isolated
from certain orchid species on the basis of their traditional
medicinal uses (vanillin extracted from Gastrodia elata Bl. and
Vanilla planifolia Andrew). Based on this, South African
orchids may be one of the untapped sources of biologically
active compounds that needs to be exploited. Cribb et al. (2003)
draw attention to the ‘gaps’ in our knowledge of orchids
particularly, in orchid conservation. The ethnobotanical usests reserved.
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chemistry and safety of medicinally used orchids in South
Africa are examples of such gaps in our knowledge. In an effort
to consolidate endeavours prior, on expanding our knowledge
on medicinal orchids, we highlight in this review the
pharmacological potential for South African medicinal orchid
species. The findings from this review will hopefully be a
stimulus to ethnopharmacological studies of medicinal orchid
species being sold at the various herbal markets in South Africa.
1.1. Distribution
Orchidaceae, the largest Angiosperm family, boasts a
worldwide distribution of an estimated 20 000 species and
796 genera, with more recent estimates in the region of 35 000
species (Chase et al., 2003; Dressler, 1993). Orchids have
adapted to a wide range of habitats around the world, occurring
mainly in the tropical and subtropical regions and at altitudes
ranging from sea level up to 5000 m. The tropics of South
America support the highest number of species (±6400),
followed by Asia (±4000 species) and Africa (±1500 species)
(Brummit, 2001; McMurtry et al., 2008). Comparatively, Africa
is less well endowed, however, southern Africa accounts for a
third of the 1500 orchid species and can therefore be considered
rich in orchid diversity. In southern Africa, orchids are widely
represented, with 55 genera and approximately 494 epiphytic
and terrestrial species (Germishuizen and Meyer, 2003). A high
frequency of endemism is also a significant feature with
approximately 75% being endemic to the region, occupying a
very restricted distribution range (Stewart et al., 1982). Also, for
those genera represented in other regions, the majority of their
species are endemic in southern Africa.
1.2. Ethnobotanical use
An estimated 49 indigenous orchid species from 20 orchid
genera are currently being informally traded and used in South
African traditional medicine (Table 1) (Hutchings et al., 1996).
They are used primarily for medicinal and cultural purposes,
especially by the Zulu community in South Africa (Germishuizen
and Meyer, 2003; Hutchings et al., 1996).
Market surveys, in the greater Pietermaritzburg, Umlazi, and
Nongoma regions of KwaZulu-Natal, indicated that a number of
medicinal orchid species share the same vernacular name (e.g.:
the vernacular iphamba refers to 12 different species Cyrtorchis
arcuata, Diaphananthe millarii, Diaphananthe xanthopollinia,
Eulophia ensata, Eulophia ovalis, Eulophia leontoglossa,
Microcoelia exilis,Mystacidium capense,Mystacidium venosum,
Polystachya transvaalensis, Tridactyle bicaudata, and Tridactyle
tridentata). It is unclear if this relates to the shape of the plant
organs being sold, locality from which it was collected, or for its
claimed therapeutic use. Interviews with plant traders rarely
produce congruent answers; with some traders not even
recognizing the plant or vernacular name at all. Plant traders
may also sell substitutes for certain orchids; if there are alternate
plants with the same/similar vernacular name or therapeutic value
as the one requested, or if the plant requested is not available.Our observations, of KwaZulu-Natal herbal markets, have
indicated that the rate of trade in medicinal orchids, as well as
the volume traded is higher for species such as Ansellia africana
(whole plants); which are sold mainly for their aphrodisiac
properties. Eulophia streptopetala (tubers and roots) is traded at
a similar rate, but at a slightly lower volume. Species from the
genus Eulophia are often sold interchangeably due to their
appearance and common use in the treatment of infertility.
Eulophia petersii (whole plants) is sold frequently, in smaller
volumes, as it is used both medicinally and culturally.
1.2.1. Medicinal uses
From the literature it is evident that approximately 14 orchid
species from 7 genera are used medicinally in South Africa
(Table 1: Section A). Nearly 50% of these species belong to the
genus Eulophia.
Three Eulophia species and one Polystachya species are
used to treat inflammatory related disorders in South African
traditional medicine. In South Africa, the burnt tuber powder of
E. ovalis is rubbed into incisions made on limbs affected by pain
symptoms (Hutchings et al., 1996). Polystachya ottoniana
(plant part not specified) is used to produce a soothing effect for
teething babies (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966). The Malawians
use cooked roots of Eulophia cucullata as a poultice (Watt and
Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962). In Zimbabwe, the tubers of E.
petersii are prepared as an infusion and used to treat dropsy
(Gelfand et al., 1985). The Pedi community uses a root infusion
of A. africana for children with cough symptoms (Watt and
Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962).
P. ottoniana (plant part not specified) is used to produce a
soothing or curative effect for patients with diarrhea (Batten and
Bokelmann, 1966). For those patients diagnosed as having
intestinal worms, a strong infusion of pounded Satyrium
bracteatum tuberous roots mixed with milk is used as an
enema-type anthelmintic (Hulme, 1954). For persons that have
lost their speech mainly due to an illness (possibly a stroke), an
infusion of the tubers of Disa polygonoides is administered
(Hulme, 1954).
The Xhosa people use a boiled liquid preparation (decoction)
of the roots of Brachycorythis ovata for people inflicted with
symptoms of madness (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966).
Hysterical outbursts are treated with an emetic prepared from
certain Eulophia species (plant part not specified) (Gerstner,
1941). An infusion of the leaves and stem of A. africana is
prepared by the Zambians in the Mpika district to treat
symptoms of madness (Hutchings et al., 1996). In certain
South African areas the seeds of P. ottoniana are used as snuff
(Batten and Bokelmann, 1966). These seeds could be producing
a psychoactive or hallucinogenic effect which is necessary in
some aspects of African traditional culture.
A root infusion of Disa aconitoides is administered as an
emetic for women; to promote conception (Hulme, 1954). The
Sotho use a cold water infusion of a few Eulophia species
(Eulophia clavicornis (plant part not specified) and Eulophia
tenella (tubers)) to treat infertility (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk,
1962). Jacot Guillarmod (1971) reported a similar use for tuber
infusions of E. ovalis; and E. cucullata bulbous root infusion is
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considered barren (Hulme, 1954). Alternatively, a decoction of
the bulbous root of E. cucullata is ingested by men to treat
impotence (Bryant, 1966). A decoction of A. africana is used as
an aphrodisiac by women (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962).
Gelfand et al. (1985) documented a similar use for A. africana
in Zimbabwe.
The therapeutic information, administration and preparation
of E. ensata is not entirely descriptive and the specific ailment
for which this orchid is prescribed is not clear. However, it is
mentioned that in the Transkei (Eastern Cape) infant ailments
are treated with E. ensata (plant part not specified) (Batten and
Bokelmann, 1966).
Emetics are prepared to cause emesis, that is to either induce
vomiting or nausea. In African traditional medicine emetics are
widely used to facilitate the removal of what is thought to be the
cause of the ailment. One would be expected to cough up
phlegm or mucous that is produced. This practice is particularly
common in the use of orchids for cultural purposes. Root
infusions of Eulophia speciosa are prepared as emetics for both
humans and animals (Gerstner, 1941). Similarly, root infusions
of Habenaria epipactidea are used to induce vomiting (Watt
and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962).
1.2.2. Other ethnobotanical uses
Love charms are used extensively in African traditional
culture. Approximately 18 orchid species from 10 genera are
used for such purposes (Table 1: Section B). Forty percent of
these species belong to the genus Eulophia.
A love charm emetic infusion of Acrolophia cochlearis roots
is ingested by young men (Hulme, 1954). Aerangis mystacidii
(plant part not specified) is recorded as being used for a similar
purpose in traditional medicine (Cunningham, 1988). The roots
of A. africana may be prepared as an infusion and administered
as an emetic (Gerstner, 1941), while the leaves are used by men
as a courting charm (Hutchings et al., 1996). C. arcuata (plant
part not specified) is the key ingredient in an emetic that is
administered by the man to the young lady to make her love him
(Hulme, 1954). The tuber of Eulophia angolensis is prepared as
an emetic infusion which is consumed by young men (Hulme,
1954). E. cucullata bulbous roots are prepared as an emetic
infusion (Gerstner, 1941). The tubers of E. ensata and E. ovalis
are prepared as emetic infusions which are used by young men
(Hulme, 1954). The whole plant of Eulophia parviflora is
vaguely mentioned as a love or protective charm (Cunningham,
1988). The tubers of E. petersii are prepared as a sprinkling
infusion love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996). Other Eulophia
love charm emetic infusions may be prepared from E.
streptopetala (Hutchings et al., 1996) and from tubers of
Eulophia welwitschii; which are used by young men (Hulme,
1954). The tuber infusion prepared from E. tenella is used by
young men to wash with and is used as a courting charm
(Hutchings et al., 1996). The preparation and administration of
the following species are not entirely descriptive and lacks vital
information. Two Liparis species, Liparis bowkeri and Liparis
remota are used as love or goodluck charms (plant part not
specified) in traditional medicine (Hutchings et al., 1996). Aninfusion of M. exilis or an emetic of M. capense is also used as
love charms (plant part not specified) (Hutchings et al., 1996).
A tuber infusion of Oeceoclades mackenii is taken by young
men (Hulme, 1954). Similarly, an emetic prepared from tubers
of Satyrium parviflorum is ingested by young men (Hulme,
1954).
More specific charms are prepared to either prevent or
promote fertility. A. africana is used by young men to prevent
women from having children if their love is not returned (Watt
and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962). The tubers of two Eulophia
species E. clavicornis (Hutchings et al., 1996) and E. ovalis
(Jacot Guillarmod, 1971) are used separately to create dolls that
represent fertility. Whole plant decoctions of unspecified
Habenaria species are ingested by the couple to ensure the
birth of a son (Hulme, 1954).
Protective charms may be used for bad dreams, to ward off
evil, to protect one from lightening and to protect the home. A.
africana leaves are prepared as an infusion to treat persons
experiencing bad dreams (Hutchings et al., 1996). Alternatively
one can inhale the smoke of its burning roots for the same
purpose (Hutchings et al., 1996). The tubers of certain orchids
are used as an infusion that is sprinkled around the home to
ward off evil: B. ovata, Brachycorythis species, E. clavicornis,
Satyrium longicauda and S. parviflorum (Hulme, 1954). Dried,
burnt powder of whole plants of H. epipactidea is mixed with
sheep fat which is applied to pegs put into the ground of a new
homestead (Hulme, 1954). Whole plant infusions may also be
prepared from Disa stachyoides and Disa versicolor for
sprinkling around the home to ward off evil, while the roots
of Corycium nigrescens are prepared as an emetic infusion that
is ingested (Hulme, 1954). An enema-type tuber infusion from
E. tenella is used to neutralise evil charms put in the food or
drink (Hulme, 1954). A whole plant infusion of D. stachyoides,
a tuber infusion of E. leontoglossa, a root and stem infusion of
E. speciosa or a bulb and leaf infusion of Habenaria dregeana
(Hulme, 1954) may also be used to protect against lightening.
Dried burnt powder from H. epipactidea whole plants mixed
with sheep fat may also be applied to incisions cut into the
wrists, foreheads and ankles of every member of the homestead
as protection from storms (Hutchings et al., 1996).
The preparation and administration of other orchid-derived
protective charms are not clear e.g.: E. streptopetala. Similarly,
the following species are merely listed as emetic protective or
love charms:M. venosum, Polystachya ottoniana, P. pubescens,
P. sandersonii, P. transvaalensis (Hutchings et al., 1996); while
the following species are simply recorded as being used in
traditional medicine as a charm in southern Africa, unless
otherwise stated: A. africana in Zimbabwe (Gelfand et al.,
1985), Eulophia clitellifera (Cunningham, 1988), D. millarii
(Hutchings et al., 1996), D. xanthopollinia (Hutchings et al.,
1996), Rangaeris muscicola (Cunningham, 1988), T. bicau-
data, T. tridentata and V. roscheri (Hutchings et al., 1996).
Whole plants of Bolusiella maudiae are vaguely known to be
used in traditional medicinal practice (Cunningham, 1988).
A death charm, used to induce lethal effects, is prepared from
the dried powder of Habenaria dives Rchb.f. (inhluthi yotshani)
tubers, which is mixed with other herbs (Hulme, 1954).
Table 1
Orchids used for medicinal, cultural and ritualistic purposes in southern Africa.
Species Vernacular term Use General distribution range: (distribution in
neighbouring countries And South Africa)
Conservation status
(Section A) Medicinal Uses
Ansellia africana Lindl. imfe-nkawu Aphrodisiac (Gelfand et al., 1985; Watt and
Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962)
Tropical — South Africa Declining (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Madness (Hutchings et al., 1996) MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, BOT, NAM, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Coughs (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962)
Brachycorythis ovata Lindl. imfeyamasele yentaba Madness (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Disa aconitoides Sond. ihlamvu, umashushu Conception (Hulme, 1954) Ethiopia — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Disa polygonoides Lindl. ihlamvu elibomvu, umklakleshe Lost speech (Hulme, 1954) Mozambique — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
ZIM, CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia clavicornis Lindl. var. clavicornis
Current: Eulophia hians var. hians
elihlaza, imfe yamasele (encani) Infertility (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962) Zimbabwe — South Africa
MOZ, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia cucullata (Afzel. ex Sw.) Steud. amabelejongosi, uhlamvu lwabafazi,
umabelejongosi, undwendweni
Impotence (Bryant, 1966) Tropical — South Africa, Madagascar LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Infertility (Hulme, 1954) MWL, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, NAT
Poultice (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962)
Eulophia ensata Lindl. iphamba yentaba, mahlane Infant ailments (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966) Mozambique — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia ovalis Lindl. subsp. ovalis iphamba Sore limbs/pain (Hutchings et al., 1996) Zimbabwe — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Infertility (Jacot Guillarmod, 1971) ZIM, CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia petersii (Rchb.f.) Rchb.f. isaha/isaka Dropsy/Heart congestive disorder
(Gelfand et al., 1985)
Eritrea — South Africa, Arabian Peninsula Vulnerable (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, NAT, SWZ, TVL LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Eulophia sp. umahayiza Hysteria (Gerstner, 1941)
amabelejongosi, umabelejongosi,
undwendweni, imabeleyongosi
Infertility (Hutchings et al., 1996)
imfe yamasele empofu
Eulophia speciosa (R.Br. ex Lindl.) Bolus amabelejongosi, umlunge omhlope Emetic (Gerstner, 1941) Ethiopia — South Africa, Arabian Peninsula Lower risk — near threatened
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, BOT, NAM, NAT, SWZ, TVL Declining (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Eulophia tenella Rchb.f. untongazibomvana Infertility (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962) South Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, ZIM, CPP, NAT, TVL
Habenaria epipactidea Rchb.f. umabelebuca omkhulu Emetic (Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962) Ethiopia — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
ZIM, BOT, CPP, LES, NAM, SWZ, TVL
Polystachya ottoniana Rchb.f. amabelejongosi Teething babies (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966) South Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Diarrhea (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966) MOZ, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Snuff (Batten and Bokelmann, 1966)
Satyrium bracteatum (L.f.) Thunb. ubani lwenkangala Intestinal worms (Hulme, 1954) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, LES, NAT, TVL
(Section B) Cultural and ritualistic uses
Acrolophia cochlearis (Lindl.) Schltr. & Bolus impimpi Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Southern Cape Province — KwaZulu-Natal LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, NAT
Aerangis mystacidii (Rchb.f.) Schltr. Love or protective charm (Cunningham, 1988) South–west Tanzania — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Ansellia africana Lindl. imfe-nkawu Courting charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Tropical — South Africa Lower risk — near threatened
Bad dreams (Hutchings et al., 1996) MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, BOT, NAM, NAT, SWZ, TVL Declining (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Love charm (Gerstner, 1941)
Bad dreams (Hutchings et al., 1996)
Charms (Gelfand et al., 1985; Watt and
Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962)
Bolusiella maudiae (Bolus) Schltr. Used in traditional medical practice
(Cunningham, 1988)
Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, ZAM, NAT
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Table 1 (continued)
Species Vernacular term Use General distribution range: (distribution in
neighbouring countries And South Africa)
Conservation status
Brachycorythis ovata Lindl. imfeyamasele yentaba Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Brachycorythis sp. ilabatheka elikhulu Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954)
Corycium nigrescens Sond. umabelebuca Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Southern Tanzania — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Cyrtorchis arcuata (Lindl.) Schltr. iphamba, imfeyenkawu,
umbambela
Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Diaphananthe millarii (Bolus) H.P.Linder iphamba Protective charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) South-eastern Cape Province — KwaZulu-Natal Endangered (B1B2 abc)
CPP, NAT Vulnerable (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Diaphananthe xanthopollinia (Rchb.f.) Summerh.
(Synonym) Current: Rhipidoglossum
xanthopollinium (Rchb.f.) Schltr.
iphamba Protective charms (Hutchings et al., 1996) Uganda — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT
Disa stachyoides Rchb.f. ihlamvu elimpofu lasenkangala Ward off evil and lightening (Hulme, 1954) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Disa versicolor Rchb.f. ihalmvu elibomvu Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Southern Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, ZIM, CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia angolensis (Rchb.f.) Summerh. amabelejongosi Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, BOT, CPP, NAT, TVL
Eulophia clavicornis Lindl. var. clavicornis elihlaza, imfe yamasele (encani) Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Zimbabwe — South Africa
Fertility charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) MOZ, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia clitellifera (Rchb.f.) Bolus Used as a charm in traditional medicine
(Cunningham, 1988)
Tropical — South Africa, Madagascar LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, OFS, TVL
Eulophia cucullata (Afzel. ex Sw.) Steud. amabelejongosi, uhlamvu lwabafazi,
umabelejongosi, undwendweni
Love charm (Gerstner, 1941) Tropical — South Africa, Madagascar LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MWL, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, NAT
Eulophia ensata Lindl. iphamba yentaba, mahlane Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Mozambique — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia leontoglossa Rchb.f. iphamba Protection from storms (Hulme, 1954) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, TVL
Eulophia ovalis Lindl. subsp. ovalis iphamba Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Zimbabwe — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Infertility charm (Jacot Guillarmod, 1971) ZIM, CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia parviflora (Lindl.) A.V.Hall Love or protective charm (Cunningham, 1988) Southern Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia petersii (Rchb.f.) Rchb.f. isaha/isaka Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Eritrea — South Africa, Arabian Peninsula LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Eulophia sp. umahayiza Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996)
amabelejongosi, umabelejongosi,
undwendweni, imabeleyongosi,
imfe yamasele empofu
Protective charm (Hulme, 1954)
Eulophia speciosa (R.Br. ex Lindl.) Bolus amabelejongosi, umlunge omhlope Protection from storms (Hulme, 1954) Ethiopia — South Africa, Arabian Peninsula Data deficient (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, BOT, NAM, NAT, SWZ, TVL Declining (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Eulophia streptopetala Lindl. amabelejongosi Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Eritrea — South Africa, South–west Arabian Peninsula Vulnerable (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
Protective charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAM, SWZ, TVL LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Eulophia tenella Rchb.f. untongazibomvana Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Southern Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Courting charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) MOZ, ZIM, CPP, NAT, TVL
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Eulophia welwitschii (Rchb.f.) Rolfe umlunge Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Zaïre — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
ZAM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Habenaria dives Rchb.f. inhluthi yotshani Death charm (Hulme, 1954) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Habenaria dregeana Lindl. intelezi ye-zulu Protection from storms (Hulme, 1954) Uganda — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
ZIM, CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Habenaria epipactidea Rchb.f. umabelebuca omkhulu Protection (Hulme, 1954) Ethiopia — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Protection from storms (Hutchings et al., 1996) ZIM, BOT, CPP, LES, NAM, SWZ, TVL
Habenaria sp. ihlamvu Birth of a son (Hulme, 1954)
Liparis bowkeri Harv. Love/Goodluck charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Ethiopia — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Liparis remota J.Stewart & Schelpe Love/Goodluck charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Southern Cape Province — Swaziland LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, NAT, SWZ
Microcoelia exilis Lindl. iphamba Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Kenya — KwaZulu-Natal, Southern Madagascar LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, NAT
Mystacidium capense (L.f.) Schltr. iphamba Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Mystacidium venosum Harv. ex Rolfe iphamba Protective/Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Mozambique — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MOZ, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Oeceoclades mackenii (Rolfe ex Hemsl.)
Garay & P.Taylor (Synonym) Current:
Oeceoclades maculata (Lindl.) Lindl.
impimpi encane Love charm (Hulme, 1954) Africa — introduced in Tropical America LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZIM, NAT
Polystachya ottoniana Rchb.f. amabelejongosi Protective/Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) South Tropical — South Africa Vulnerable (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
MOZ, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Polystachya pubescens (Lindl.) Rchb. f. amabelejongosi Protective/Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Zimbabwe — South Africa Vulnerable (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Polystachya sandersonii Harv. amabelejongosi Protective/Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Polystachya transvaalensis Schltr. iphamba Protective/Love charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Cameroon, Kenya — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, ZAM, ZIM, NAT, SWZ, TVL
Rangaeris muscicola (Rchb.f.) Summerh. Protective/Love charm (Cunningham, 1988) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT
Satyrium longicauda Lindl. var. longicauda x
Satyrium neglectum Schltr. subsp.
woodii (Schltr.) A.V.Hall
ilabatheka elibomvu Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) Suspected hybrid — KwaZulu-Natal and
Eastern Region (Pooley, 1998)
LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Satyrium parviflorum Sw. ilabatheka elikhulu elibomvu,
impimpi enkulu
Ward off evil (Hulme, 1954) South Africa LC ( Raimondo et al., 2009)
Love charm (Hulme, 1954) CPP, LES, NAT, OFS, SWZ, TVL
Tridactyle bicaudata (Lindl.) Schltr. iphamba Protective charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Tropical — South Africa Vulnerable (Gordon-Gray, 2003)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT, SWZ, TVL LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Tridactyle tridentata (Harv.) Schltr. iphamba Protective charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) Tropical — South Africa LC (Raimondo et al., 2009)
MLW, MOZ, ZAM, ZIM, CPP, NAT
Vanilla roscheri Rchb.f. Protective charm (Hutchings et al., 1996) South–west Ethiopia — North–east KwaZulu-Natal Endangered (B1B2 abc)
MOZ, NAT NT (Raimondo et al., 2009)
Distribution references (unless otherwise stated): Brummit (2001), Govaerts (2003).
CPP — Cape Provinces, LES — Lesotho, MWL — Malawi, MOZ — Mozambique, NAT — Natal, OFS — Orange Free State, SWZ — Swaziland, TVL — Transvaal, ZAM — Zambia, and ZIM — Zimbabwe.
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The conservation status of medicinal plants is often associated
with indiscriminate harvesting and their demand when used for
traditional medicinal practices (Arnold, 2002). According to
Hilton-Taylor (1996), the reason a large number of species became
extinct in the southern African region was attributed to the large
number of persons using them for traditionalmedicines. Generally,
orchids have been fiercely protected on the basis that they are ‘rare’
and under threat from excessive collection. However, according to
McMurtry et al. (2008), the collection of plants for cultivation and/
or horticultural purposes were the original threats to orchid
populations. Currently orchid populations are most affected by the
loss of suitable habitats due to industrial practices (timber
plantations, mining and agriculture) and urbanization (Dixon et
al., 2003;McMurtry et al., 2008). Comparatively, the collection of
orchids for herbal trade features as one of the lesser threats to
orchid populations. In the South African context, the conservation
status of most medicinally used orchid species (Least Concern—
LC) is indicative of this (Table 1). Dixon et al. (2003) mention that
medicinal orchids often have small flowers and are of little
horticultural value — therefore the threat to various medicinal
species needs to be separated from that imposed by collection for
horticultural purposes. The conservation status of South African
medicinal orchid species (Table 1) could either reflect a negligible
impact by collection for medicinal and cultural uses or, it could
indicate a lack of knowledge on such orchids. Earlier it was
mentioned that there are ‘gaps’ in our knowledge of orchids (Cribb
et al., 2003). The authors also allude to the fact that orchid
conservation is ‘multi-faceted’ — ethnobotanical, pharmacolog-
ical and phytochemical studies of medicinally used orchids in
SouthAfricawill contribute positively to the conservation goals by
presenting data that add value to medicinal and related orchid
species. Also, the increased protection of orchids will in turn allow
for the protection of other species that occur in the same regions.
The conservation status of Vanilla roscheri (Endangered —
Table 1) in South Africa could be associated with their use in
African traditional practices. According to Brummit (2001), the
presence of V. roscheri is prolific from south–west Ethiopia to
north–eastKwaZulu-Natal. Therefore it would bemore reasonable
to assume that the conservation status, with respect to local IUCN
Red List ratings of V. roscheri, is due to a lack of availability of
suitable habitat within South Africa. While certain orchids are
valued for their horticultural appeal, certain species often hold
medicinal, cultural, commercial, and or nutritional value in the
regions where they occur and deserve the necessary scientific
attention and protection.
3. Medicinal orchid research
The ethnobotanical uses (Table 1) reveal the pharmacolog-
ical potential of medicinally, and some culturally, used orchids
in South Africa. Scientific validation is essential as the uses are
indigenous and unique to South African orchids. During
preliminary market surveys, a constant trade and demand for
certain orchids was observed. This demand could imply
therapeutic or beneficial effects. Also, it was mentioned earlierthat 75% of orchids in the southern African region are endemic
(Stewart et al., 1982). Given that geographical location of
species is one of the determining factors in the type and quantity
of secondary metabolites produced; this endemismmay hold the
potential of revealing bioactive compounds that are unique to
South African orchids.
The toxicology of medicinal plants needs equal consider-
ation in medicinal plant research. Most of the orchid species
used for cultural practices are administered as emetics. It would
be important to know what the effects of these orchid-derived
medicines are on the human body and more especially their
safety, in terms of toxicity.
It is evident from the literature that there is no pharmacological
research on SouthAfricanmedicinal orchids. However, there have
been significant developments in medicinal orchid research
worldwide. Often indigenous uses are validated, novel compounds
are identified and potential uses in industries are discussed. For
example, vanillin (4-hydroxy-3-methoxybenzaldehyde), an aro-
maticmolecule, has been isolated fromVanilla planifoliaAndrews
(syn.V. fragransAmes). Uncured beans of the vanilla orchid were
used medicinally by the Mayan civilization to treat venomous
insect bites and to heal wounds. This valuable commercial
compound has been extensively studied and applied in the food,
chemical, pharmaceutical and cosmetic industries (Walton et al.,
2003). Vanillin exhibits antioxidant and antimicrobial properties
against certain Gram (+) and Gram (−) bacteria known to spoil
food and is therefore used as a food preservative (Burri et al., 1989;
Cerrutti et al., 1997; Daugsch and Pastore, 2005; Krueger and
Krueger, 1983). Vanillin, also a constituent of Tian-ma or
Gastrodia elata ofChinese origin,was found to exhibit antioxidant
properties and pro-oxidant effects in various cellular andmolecular
models which suggest its contribution to the overall antioxidant
effect (Liu andMori, 1993;Wu et al., 1989). Vanillin significantly
inhibited calcium influx and apoptosis, which is suggestive of its
effect on the calcium signaling pathway (Lee et al., 1999). Vanillin
was shown to significantly scavenge free radicals (Liu and Mori,
1993); and increase binding of GABA at the GABAA receptor
complex (Ojemann et al., 2006)which is suggestive of its role as an
antiepileptic. Other studies on vanillin revealed additional
biological activities which include anti-carcinogenic (ability to
inhibit tumour formation), anti-mutagenic effects and anti-
clastogenic effects (inhibition of chromosomal damages) (Keshava
et al., 1998; Zabkova et al., 2006). The curative properties of
vanillin have also been showcased against sickle cell disease— as
an effective inhibitor of red blood cell sickling. Zhang et al. (2004)
provided details on the vanillin prodrug MX-1520, which was
synthesized to treat red blood cell sickling with vanillin, in vivo.
Synthetically produced vanillin is used for chemical and
pharmaceutical applications as the natural extraction process is
approximately 250 times more expensive. This versatile aromatic
compound is used widely and more commonly in the culinary
industry as a flavouring agent (Chomchalow, 1996). Interestingly,
there is a just one Vanilla species in South Africa (V. roscheri
Rchb.f.) and it is used for cultural purposes in South African
traditional medicine (Table 1). The ethnobotanical approach used
to select the abovementioned species for pharmacological research
yielded valuable biological compounds. A similar approach can
9M. Chinsamy et al. / South African Journal of Botany 77 (2011) 2–9therefore also be applied to South African medicinal orchids, with
potentially favourable results.
4. Conclusions
The ethnobotanical uses of orchids in South Africa have not
been exploited pharmacologically. Scientific validation is
necessary as these species are still being used for traditional
medicine. Literary resources on ethnobotanical uses of South
African medicinal orchids (Table 1) have provided the initial
impetus for medicinal orchid research in South Africa. The
relatively small number of species used in African traditional
practices (49 out of ±500 in southern Africa) may represent a
more refined list of the most active species and or genera. The
pharmacology of orchids is a niche that has not been explored
and may make the medicinal value of orchids apparent.
Pharmacological and phytochemical investigations of medicinal
orchids may reveal bioactive compounds that could add value to
medicinal and related orchid species and be further developed
into much needed therapeutic agents or be developed into viable
commercial products in different industries.
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